[bookmark: _GoBack]Australia’s appearance before the United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Opening Statement – 12 September 2019

Mme Chairperson and distinguished members of the Committee.
It is an honour to appear before you today to discuss Australia’s implementation of its commitments under the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and to present our combined second and third state party report. 
Since our last appearance, Australian governments have continued to work together to support people with disability enjoy their rights and participate as equal citizens in Australian society. We will be highlighting over the next two days that much has been accomplished across all levels of Government. 
We acknowledge, however, that there is always more work to be done and that there are things we could do better. Australia welcomes the opportunity provided by this appearance to reflect on progress since our last appearance in 2013. 
Australia places great importance on meeting our obligations under the Convention. The delegation that appears before you today includes senior representatives from across the Australian Government. In addition to representatives from my own department, the Attorney-General’s Department, the Australian delegation includes representatives from:
· the Department of Social Services 
· the National Indigenous Australians Agency 
· the Department of Health
· the Department of Education
· the Department of Home Affairs, and 
· the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.
I would like also to acknowledge and thank the Disability Discrimination Commissioner and members of civil society for their contribution to Australia’s country review. The Australian Government acknowledges the essential role that strong disability rights advocates play in the realisation of human rights in Australia. We thank them for their considered and thoughtful submissions and trust that their advice will be invaluable to the committee. 
National Disability Strategy 
Chair, the development of the ten year National Disability Strategy in 2010 was the first time that all nine Australian governments committed themselves to a unified, national approach to improving the lives of people with disability. 
The Strategy is operationalised by three implementation plans and there have been a number of significant achievements under the strategy since we last appeared before the committee. Of particular note is the rollout of the National Disability Insurance Scheme which I will speak about separately.  
The Committee may be interested in the endorsement by Disability Ministers of a framework to reduce, with the intention of eliminating, the use of restrictive practices in Australia’s disability service sector. States and territories have also introduced key disability legislation such as Disability Inclusion Acts, Disability Services Acts, and Mental Health Services Acts. They have also introduced Disability Justice Plans and Disability Action Plans to guide policy action in ways that will safeguard the rights of people with disability.
The National Disability Strategy continues to guide and influence policy decisions and investments that enhance the lives of people with disability. Some recent commitments include the development of a national disability information gateway to assist people to access services in their community, funding for disability innovation grants to generate new ideas and adaptations that challenge the status quo and deliver equal access and opportunities for people with disability, and the introduction of a new carer-services delivery model to help carers manage their daily challenges. 
Australian governments are now working together to develop a new Strategy beyond 2020. The new Strategy will be the prime mechanism to guide implementation of Australia’s obligations under the Convention. There have been significant changes to the disability policy landscape during the life of the current strategy. The new strategy gives us the opportunity to develop new goals and continue to find ways to improve the lives of people with disability.
Australian Governments will be consulting widely on the new Strategy over the next 18 months to ensure the new Strategy provides a positive direction for the coming decade.
The National Disability Insurance Scheme
Since 2013, Australia has been implementing the National Disability Insurance Scheme, which is supporting a better life for hundreds of thousands of Australians with significant and permanent disability.
The NDIS is fundamentally changing the way disability services are delivered and, more importantly, experienced by those who use them. 
The scale, pace and nature of the change that the NDIS is driving are unprecedented in Australia. As of 30 June 2019, there are around 300,000 people with disability supported by the Scheme. It has been rolling out through Australian states and territories since July 2013 and will be fully available across Australia by 1 July 2020. 
Disability Royal Commission
Violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation of people living with a disability is unacceptable and cannot be tolerated. It must be acknowledged, confronted and addressed. In April this year, the Australian Government announced a Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability. 
The total funding for this important inquiry is $527.9 million. This reflects a three year operating period for the Royal Commission as well as costs that relate to ongoing records management and access functions once the Commission concludes. It also includes funding for informal supports, such as counselling services and advocacy, for people that may be affected by the Royal Commission, and legal advice and financial assistance for people appearing before the Royal Commission.  This is the greatest commitment of funding to a royal commission to date, reflecting the seriousness of the issues to be considered, and the Government’s commitment to ensuring the participation of people with disability across Australia, who may need additional supports to take part and give evidence. 
We know from experience that Royal Commissions can lead to significant change. Most relevantly for the Committee, implementation of the recommendations of the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, which concluded in 2017, is resulting in significant improvements in child protection and safety across Australia. It is bringing about the cultural change and awareness required in our society to ensure that all children are safe. For example, the Australian Government’s National Office for Child Safety is providing national leadership in the development and implementation of national policies and strategies to enhance children’s safety and reduce future harm to children. The Australian Government is committed to continue work with all state and territory governments and other institutions to ensure all objectives of the Royal Commission are met and that continued and lasting change can be made. 
Engaging with People with Disability
All Australian governments agree that policy cannot be developed without the valuable input and contributions of people living with a disability. We need to understand the impacts that our policies and programs make, ensure barriers are effectively removed and that all voices are heard. In developing the National Disability Strategy, engagement with key stakeholders occurred over the life of the Strategy and the voices of those with disability has been embedded in the implementation of the initiative. At the national level this has included consulting with people with disability and their representatives during the development of the three implementation plans and progress reports of the National Disability Strategy.
The Australian Government also provides funding to a number of national disability organisations who provide advice to Government on breaking down barriers and improving social and economic participation by people with disability. These include People with Disability Australia, Children and Young People with Disability Australia, the National Ethnic Disability Alliance, the First Peoples Disability Network and Women with Disabilities Australia. We welcome the input of these organisations to Australia’s review through the provision of their thorough alternative report to the Committee. The Government also established the National Disability and Carers Advisory Council to provide advice on issues of strategic importance to people with a disability. The Council has a focus on driving implementation of the National Disability Strategy, the NDIS as well as proposed reforms to disability employment. 
Improvements to accessibility
Making improvements to the way people with disability access facilities and services within our community has been a key priority for all Australian governments. State and territory governments have rolled out innovative products and upgrades to their public transport systems to assist people using these services.  New beacon systems in seven of Melbourne’s busiest train stations help passengers with low vision and blindness to navigate the train network. Public Transport Victoria conducts ‘Try before you ride’ days where dedicated trains, buses, coaches and taxis are made available to people with disability to allow them to practice use in a low pressure environment. Public transport personnel are on-hand to assist and provide assistance as required. 
Action is being taken by Government to introduce a new requirement in legislation for accessible adult change facilities to be available in certain classes of public buildings. These sanitary facilitates have additional features which will lead to increased quality of life and social participation for those with a complex disability and their carers. Australian governments work closely with the transport industry and disability advocates through a range of forums to promote accessibility, supported by disability anti-discrimination law. 
Accessible communications
Australia is committed to ensuring that everyone, regardless of whether they have a disability, can access information when and where they need it. Australia was among the first 20 countries to sign the Marrakesh Treaty. We also reached agreement by all levels of government to apply the internationally-accepted standards for web accessibility and it is now policy for all government websites to meet the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0. 
Indigenous Australians with Disability 
While much has been achieved in Australia to ensure that people with disability enjoy their rights on an equal basis with others, there is more work to be done, especially in meeting the challenges faced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disabilities. We know that compared with the rest of the population, Indigenous people face higher levels of disadvantage across all measures of quality of life and that progress has been slow when it comes to those living with a disability. However we continue to take positive steps to achieve better results.  
In 2017, the Australian Government released the Australian Government Plan to Improve Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People with Disability. This Plan is the first of its kind and seeks to capture current and on-going actions which can improve outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disabilities. Australia is also proud to support the First Peoples Disability Network Australia, the only formal, nationally-constituted organisation representing indigenous persons with disabilities in the world. The newly formed National Indigenous Australians Agency supporting the Minister for Indigenous Affairs will work to influence policy across the entire Australian Government to improve the lives of all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 
Federalism
Finally, it is important to note that Australia has a federal constitutional system in which legislative, executive and judicial powers are shared or distributed between a national government six state governments, and two internal self-governing territories. In practice, this means that there are nine Australian governments that share responsibility for implementing the Convention. We have worked closely with our colleagues in the states and territories in preparing for this appearance. 
We look forward to explaining the diversity of initiatives in Australian jurisdictions to incorporate the Convention, and the range of actions that are taken to safeguard the rights of people with disabilities. 
Conclusion
Mme Chairperson and distinguished members of the Committee, my delegation and I are honoured to appear here to represent Australia, and we look forward to engage in this dialogue with you.
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